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CHAPTER II: INTERVIEW WITH MARY WYATT

Some people say that a person can be "born" to a career. In most cases, this
means that the person is exceptionally good at their job, but in Mary Wyatt's case, she
was truly born to teach. Wyatt was born to a family of teachers and never really
considered the prospect of not teaching. Both her parents were teachers, her great
aunt and grandmother were both teachers, and several of her siblings became
teachers. Her family moved often during her childhood due to her father's profession
as principal, superintendent, and teacher for various schools in the north-eastern part
of Kansas. During the Great Depression when Mary was a child, her mother was not
allowed to teach because only one person per household was allowed to work. When
Mary's mother was allowed to return to teaching because of the shortage of teachers
during World War I, Mary was in many classes taught by her mother and was directed
by her mother into the teaching program in her high school.
The curriculum for the program Mary was trained through included methods of
teaching arithmetic, methods of teaching reading, methods of teaching geography, and
various other methods courses. She also remembered that many of the classes
seemed to be a review of all the grade school studies plus ways of teaching them. Part
of the practice teaching included spending a day with a rural, one-room schoolhouse
teacher. Mary was required to take a test to receive her teaching certification. She
studied intensely for many weeks in preparation for the test. She remembered taking
her geography text from high school and looking through the index for places she could
not identify as a city, lake, mountain range, or lake. She then looked up those areas to

study for the test. She received a 95% on the test, with the minimum requirement being
a 70%. Wyatt was one of the first graduates of the normal teacher training program in
Summerfield, KS. Upon graduation, she secured a job as a one-room schoolhouse
teacher in a small community eight miles from her home.
Wyatt taught a total of three years in a one room country schoolhouse. Her first job
was at a small school called Fairview School. It was located six miles south of
Summerfield, and then two miles east. Her first salary was $80 per month for eight
months. Her second year of teaching she received a substantial raise and began
earning $105 per month. For her third year teaching, a neighboring school offered her
$1 20 per month for eight months, so she took the job. This second school was called
O'Neil School, and was located four miles west of Fairview. This was an extreme
amount of money in those days for a schoolteacher, but schoolteachers were difficult to
come by during World War 11, and Wyatt was a high commodity during those years.
Before beginning her teaching duties in the fall, Wyatt was required to attend an
institute in Marysville to prepare for the year. She remembered nothing from the
classes except that several participants became ill after eating sandwiches that had
gotten overheated and spoiled.
The first year Wyatt taught, she lived on a farm with a family who had school age
children. She could not live at home because of the distance from Summerfield, where
her parents lived, was too far for her to walk every day. The mother of the family
provided meals for Wyatt, as well as packing a lunch for her along with the lunches for

her own children. Wyatt remembers gaining quite a few pounds that year and
attributed them to the wonderfully thick sandwiches in her lunches.
As part of her duties at the schoolhouse, every morning of the winter months, Wyatt
would first light the stove in order to warm the room. She used coal for the fire, and
com cobs as kindling for the fire. She would soak one cob in coal oil, and lay it
carefully among several other cobs. As these began to bum, she would add light coal
and eventually the coal for the day. After the fire was established, she would take the
bucket of water she had set out the night before, which had frozen during the night, and
set it on the stove to melt. This was the drinking water the children would use during
the day. The bucket had one dipper and all the children used the same dipper.

As the children arrived at school, they placed their lunches and coats in the cloak
room and class began. Wyatt remembered teaching the basic classes of reading,
writing, and arithmetic, and also teaching home economics and agricultural classes.
Older students often listened to younger students read which encouraged interaction
between the students. A recitation bench sat in the front of the room and students were
required to recite various memorization pieces for the class. Friday was designated for
spelling bees and math contests.
During the second year of teaching, Wyatt decided to live at her family home, so
she bought a car to use for the commute. A large problem during the war years was
that tires, parts, and gasoline were hard to obtain, so it was difficult to keep the car
running. On the occasions when the car was not in use, Wyatt rode her brother's
bicycle six miles on a black top road, and then left it in a ditch and walked the last two

miles on the dirt road. Staying warm during these walks was difficult because Wyatt
always wore a dress of gingham or a wool skirt. Because of the bitter Kansas winters,
it became necessary to also wear woolen snow pants, a sheepskin coat, mittens, and
overshoes. One especially cold day on her walk back to the blacktop, Wyatt became
very tired and decided to lay down on the snowdrift to rest. It felt so wonderful that she
lay there for some time before continuing her walk. In hindsight, Wyatt realizes the
danger of going to sleep and freezing to death. The third year she taught, a farmer
who lived on the comer of the blacktop and dirt road offered Wyatt the use of his tractor
to drive the last two miles, so Wyatt arrived at school in style in her dress, snow pants,
heavy coat, and driving a farm tractor. When she returned the tractor in the evenings,
she had to drain the water so it would not freeze overnight and she could drive it again
the next day.
When the school day was over, Wyatt cleaned the schoolhouse in order to be ready
for the next day. She swept the floor using a sweeping compound on her broom in
order to attract more dust to the broom. One day she was out of the compound and
someone had told her that snow would work in its place. Wyatt, being inexperienced
and young, scooped up some snow and dumped it on the floor. Needless to say, the
dust turned to mud when the snow hit the warm floor, and she really had a mess to
clean up.

Other duties after school included throwing out the old water from the bucket and
bringing in fresh water. Many times during the winter the pump in the school yard was
frozen, so Wyatt had to prime the pump by pouring the dirty water down the pump and
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pumping the handle until the fresh water came through. If the water was not brought in
the evening before when the pump had been partially thawed by the sun, the children
would not be able to get any water from the frozen pump in the morning.
Wyatt had to be ready for the children to come to school by 9:00. The school day
went from 9:00 to 12:00, and then from 1:00 until 4:00. Even with the unpredictable
weather in Kansas, Wyatt never missed a day of school because of bad weather.
Once, an unusually bad snow storm came up and most of the parents came to pick up
their children, all except one family. Not wanting to spend the night in the storm, and
not wanting to send the small boys on their way by themselves, Wyatt walked the
children home before then returning to her own home.
Recesses at the schoolhouse were 15 minutes long. Children played games
individually, but most often played team games such as baseball. Wyatt, not being too
much older than some of her students, enjoyed the recesses as much as the children.
Often when the snow was thick on the ground, they took sleds and a wide bottomed
scoop shovel which they used as a sled, and slid down a hill which was located behind
the school. Wyatt remembered that she sometimes would be having so much fun
outside that recess was continued a while longer because, after all, there was no one
there of authority except her, and if she wanted to stay out longer, they did.
As far as professional duties, Wyatt was principal, teacher, nurse, counselor,
custodian, and groundskeeper all in one. Discipline was one area that she had to deal
with all alone, but she said there were not many cases in which discipline was
necessary. Once some seventh grade boys smelled of tobacco smoke in class, and an

eighth grade boy said that someone had taken his tobacco. Wyatt checked the toilet
(the outhouse in back was referred to as the toilet), and sure enough, there was the
missing can of Prince Albert up on a ledge. The boys had been abusing their recess
privileges, so they were kept in from recess for several days. This is the only incident
that Wyatt remembered when discipline was necessary, so the role of principal being
disciplinarian was not too difficult.
Another job of principal would have been to make sure there was plenty of coal and
cobs for the stove in the winter. This job fell to the County Superintendent, and one
year, when Wyatt was earning the unheard of amount of $105 per month, the
superintendent informed Wyatt that she would be responsible for purchasing the coal
needed for winter because with the salary she was earning, the board could not afford
any more expenses. Wyatt's mother then informed the board that the teaching contract
said nothing about the purchase of coal, and Wyatt never bought any. Somehow, the
board was able to come up with the money to supply the coal for the winter.
The job of nurse also fell to the teacher, but fortunately, Wyatt had no emergencies.
The nursing care given was the general bandaging of a knee, or dusting of a backside
after a fall. Because of the lack of a telephone, Wyatt was very thankful that an
emergency never arose.
Being a counselor is not a memory for Wyatt, although she believed that if one of
her students had a problem, they would have felt comfortable to speak with her about it.
None of her students had a direct link to the war, so the fear that the rest of the country
was feeling did not extend into her classroom. Because Wyatt was so young, she felt

that the students would have confided in her if they had felt so inclined and she hoped
they knew she would have helped with any problems they might have encountered.
Wyatt's talents were also used as a music teacher. She had suffered through
several years as a piano student when she was a child, but appreciated the lessons
when she had to expose the children to music through her talents. She knew just
enough to play simple pieces for the children to sing along.
Wyatt's exposure to the parents of the schoolchildren was limited. With the
exception of the first year teaching when she actually lived with a family of some of the
schoolchildren, Wyatt did not see parents other than the special days at school when
parents were invited to programs. Parents would sometimes help with special needs
Wyatt had, such as the need for the tractor to get her to school on the final two miles of
dirt road, but otherwise, parental participation was minimal. Occasionally, a student
rode their horse to school, and on those occasions, the fathers of the students would
supply the barn with feed for the animal.
The textbooks used for the time Wyatt taught in the rural schools were the state
adopted texts for that period of time. The state would either adopt new books every
five years, or buy new books of the same type every five years. The only one Wyatt
remembered in particular is the

Little House on Cherry Street primer. This primer had

stories about a family and the activities of the children in that family. She felt the books
had a few moral teachings, but nothing like the previously used McGuffy Readers.
As far as school supplies, the children bought their own books and supplies. The
younger children used Big Chief type tablets of paper, and the older children were

allowed to use notebook paper. The younger children used pencils and the older ones
often used fountain pens. They all brought lunch pails, some of them were just a sack,
and they used pencil boxes to keep their things organized.
The schoolhouse itself faced the east and had windows on the north and south
sides. There was a small porch on the front. Just inside the front door was a cloak
room where the children left their coats, boots, and lunches. In the main room there
were five or six rows of desks of varying sizes, all attached to each other and nailed to
runners on the floor so they could be moved. The runners made sweeping difficult
because it was hard to get around them. The books were stored under the desks. At
the front of the room was a platform of about six to eight inches high which had a
recitation desk where students would sit while waiting to recite material to the class,
and the teacher's desk. To the teacher's right was the furnace, and to her left was the
piano. The mothers of the students came to the schoolhouse in the fall and cleaned
out the school before it opened for the year. They washed the curtains and did the
"spring cleaning" in the fall. One of Wyatt's strongest memories of the building itself is
the smell of boys who had done their farm chores before coming to school, and then
drying their boots by the stove. The smell of wet manure and young feet and sweat
was unforgettable.
Wyatt never had more than thirteen students at one time. Her first class had three
second graders, three third graders, four seventh graders, and three eighth graders.
No one ever failed a grade, students just went on to the next grade, but Wyatt never felt
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the need to hold any back. She attributed the individual attention each student
received to the impressive passing rate.
Eighth grade graduation was not celebrated at the school, but at the county
courthouse, so Wyatt was not in charge of graduation ceremonies. The only contact
she had with parents was the occasional holiday party or picnic.
Teaching so many subjects to so many levels was challenging, so the County
Superintendent said a rural teacher could teach geography on even years, and history
on odd years. This helped by reducing the total number of classes required.
Sometimes Wyatt felt that the students weren't getting much out of school, but
during her second year to teach, one of her third grade girls attended a third and fourth
grade county wide spelling bee in Marysville. She won the competition, even though
she was on the young end of the group and was competing against city children.
Another event that showed the depth of their learning was when the four seventh grade
boys went on to high school in town. The teachers were reported to have said that
whoever had those boys in grade school was a marvelous teacher.
At the end of World War 11, Wyatt's boyfriend, Dan Craven, returned from the
service and Wyatt chose to follow her ambition to attend Kansas State University to be
with him. She had always wanted to earn her degree to teach and had saved money
from her teaching to help fund her schooling. Teaching in a one-room schoolhouse
was never an ambition for Wyatt, but teaching in a high school was an option. After
three years teaching in a one-room schoolhouse, Wyatt chose to end her early career
to follow a college career in secondary education.

